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name for the point in the visible heavens immediately above an
observer) and ' Nadir' (the point in the invisible heavens im-
mediately under the observer), both of which are pure Arabic,
bear witness to the fact that when trigonometry was once more
admitted to the curriculum of the European schools (which hap-
pened some time during the thirteenth century) it was a Moham-
medan and not a Christian branch of learning. But during the
next three hundred years the Europeans made up for lost time*
For although they were once more able to work with angles and
triangles, they still found themselves faced by the problem of dis-
covering some definitely fixed point away from the earth to act
as a substitute for their church-tower.
The most reliable candidate for this sublime honour was the
North Star. The North Star was so far away from us that it
never seemed to change its position, and besides, it was so easy
to locate that even the most stupid fisherman could find it once
he had lost sight of land. All he had to do was to draw a straight
line through the two stars that were farthest to the right in the
Plough and he couldn't miss it And, of course, there was always
the sun, but its course had never been scientifically mapped out
and only the most intelligent mariners could avail themselves of
its assistance.
As long as people were forced to believe that the earth was
flat, all calculations were bound to be hopelessly at odds with
the true state of affairs. Early during the sixteenth century there
came an end to these makeshift methods. The * disc' theory was
discarded for the 'sphere' theory and the geographers at last
came into their own.
The first thing they did was to cut the earth into two equal
halves, which were divided by a plane running at right angles
with the line connecting the North and the South Poles. The
dividing line was called the equator. The equator therefore was
everywhere equally far removed from both the North and the
South Pole. Next the distance between the Poles and the equator
was divided into ninety equal parts. Next ninety parallel lines
(circles, of course, for remember the earth was round a^ last)
were drawn between the Poles and the equator, each pne about